THE EVOLUTION OF THE HEROINE
reveries. It was called Thy Rod and Thy Staff, and it was by
a Swedish writer named Bergman; and the innocence and
hallucination of some of the old woman's lonely thoughts
were extraordinary. A heroine with grown-up children is not
unusual. She knows much of men, and other women; she
has memories and experience, sometimes a queer 'past/ and
a continued capacity for passionate emotion. She looks after
herself, physically, and miraculously prolongs her youth,
as many a woman is doing in real life. If younger, she is sus-
ceptible to the modern drive against marriage as something
essential to woman; and what was once a feminist doctrine
of chastity for all is converted into a plea for unlimited ex-
perimentation. But as a rule the experimental heroine is half-
hearted at her work. At bottom, if she is to retain liking and
respect, she must be nice in the old sense of 'fastidious,' as
well as in the sentimental sense; and she knows it. She may
want to be bold; but she still needs ultimate security, and she
still needs the love and respect of one member of the other
sex.
Nevertheless, there is greater scope nowadays for the
wicked heroine. If anybody could create a Becky Sharp, he
might safely write a Barry Lyndon about her, without
dragging in Amelia Sedley to sweeten the book, as Thackeray
did in Vanity Fair. And Becky could accomplish all her sins
without causing a furrow in the gentlest brow. A heroine
may express opinions; she has a freedom of movement and
morals never previously open to her. In the hands of a dexter-
ous novelist she may be immoral, a liar, and an egoist, and
nobody will object. But if that is what she is her author must
not pretend that she is anything but an immoral liar; for if
the heroine has modern privileges so has the reader. The
reader may smile at such rogues as Julia, in Mr. Maugham's
Theatre, and Julia, in Miss Margery Sharp's The Nutmeg
Trees but the reader is all the time under no illusions about
Julia's suitability to a respectable manage, and in the last
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